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The Tent 


Author's Notes: 


Written 6-20 November 206 


The boy in skull face paint hands him three pieces of paper. They're small and lorg, like the slips of feel-good 
advice, random compliments and lucky lotto numbers you get from Chinese fortune cookies. The boy taps a 
ballpoint pen against the palm of his gloved hand, holds it out for Dave to take, then ushers him into a tent 
vibing like a Southern revivalist church. A House of Blues restaurant done cheap and gaudy, candlelit and all 
acrylics on wood plank outsider art and spotted yellow snakes, mirrors lined with cowry shells and bottle 
capped everything and a flat red, cartoon Devil popping out of bright orange flames like a Jack-in-the-Box. The 
boy points at a row of khaki coloured, metal folding chairs. The words ZDUNICH CARNIVAL are stenciled on the 
back in a sloppy application of black spray paint that drips and fades in places. Dave's chosen chair (at the far 
left of the row) creaks and wobbles on unsteady legs as he sits, paper slips pinched between two fingers, pen 


behind his ear. 


"You will write a wish on each piece of paper," the boy says. His character is an undead voodoo priest of some 
kind, and he speaks as if the words are being dragged out of him. Probably getting paid in chump charge. 
Probably bored out of his skull. "The Special will see you." 


"When?" he says. 


"The Special will see you," the boy says again, with the same cadence as the first time, like an automated 
answering machine that (I'm sorry) didn't get that on your third attempt at stating your own name. The boy 
blinks once (then twice) and walks out of the tent. To lure in (Dave counts out the folding chairs to his right) 


five more people. Or maybe he's just going to get lunch. Or take a leak. Or run away to join another circus. 


Dave pulls a stick of gum out of his back pocket. Winterfresh mint fills his mouth as he chews with focused 
relish (snap) (pop) (and his jaw shifts left to right) as he taps a double-time beat against his knee with the 
ballpoint pen and stares at the blank slips of paper. 


"Three wishes," he mutters. " Three wishes." He stretches out the words, twirls the pen. "Thuh-ree-eee wish-es. 
Wishes wishes wishes" The pen bobs up and down as he chews on the gum and on its end. "Three-" He clicks 
the pen to life, spreads the slips over his thigh, and writes out his requests to (what was it skull face boy 
said) (the Special) (like the insert on a diner menu) in big, plain letters. 


He's just clicked the pen shut when a voice behind him (its young) (but its not skull face boy) (this voice is 
polite) (and its not bored) (and it comes from right behind his shoulder and it) says, "Next." 


He turns. 
There's no one else in the tent. 


"Okay," he murmurs, hand at the back of his neck to dispel-what- something But there was nothing there. He 
grunts. "Neat trick” 


He looks around, scans each of the six canvas walls in search of some kind of opening. Stormy Japanese waves 
sea. Geometric ground splitting in half. A hurricane whipping Cuban restaurant palm trees about. The damned 
burning to a(n) (ecstatically happy) crisp within yellow flames. A mass of purple and pink stoner van stardust. 
The Jack-in-the-Box Devil. Gotta be the Jack-in-the-Box Devil. He runs his palm over rough canvas, mouths 
"Yes!" with a fist pump as he finds the slit. 


The room beyond has six black walls (they look solid) (Zdunich Carnival put more love into this tent than those 
metal folding chairs let on) and one dark wood table and two chairs and a young man dressed in black and six 
black walls (they really do look solid) and one dark wood table and two chairs and a young man dressed in black 


and six black walls and- 


"Please stop looking around," the young man's polite voice says. "Keep your eyes on-" 


Dave looks around at six black walls (and someone sighs) and at one dark wood table (a very polite sigh) and 


two chairs and a young man dressed in black and- 


"Stop," the young man says. Still polite. But his hand is up as if Dave has been spinning himself sick on a 
merry-go-round. "Please. Stop looking around. Keep your eyes on mine. Yes?" He lowers his hand, holds Dave's 
stare (Dave knows he's staring) (the exaggerated way you do when someone says pay attention) as he motions 
to one of the chairs. "Please have a seat. And don't-"" 


The black walls really do look solid. And there's a dark wood table and two chairs (he's sitting on one) and 
there's a young man dressed in black (on the other chair) and the young man looks a little bit pained. "On mine, 


Mr Grohl. Please keep your eyes on mine." 

"Something weird is happening, isn't it?" 

"Yes." He holds out his left hand, palm facing upwards, positioned with care within Dave's peripheral sight. 
"Would you give me your three slips of paper—while keeping your eyes on mine, thank you-if you wouldn't 
mind." He accepts them with a cordial nod. His eyes are blue. And that's all Dave could say about him if asked 


for a description, because he can't for the life of him remember what the rest of his face looks like-and 


Dave's looking straight at it. 

"Are you pumping some kind of hallucinogenic into this tent?" 

Politely. "No." 

"But | smell something" 

Still politely. "Incense." 

"Is it hallucinogenic?" 

Very politely. "No." 

"But-" 

The young man's eyes narrow. "If | explain, | will be wasting my time. So | will say this: | am at this very 
moment placing each one of your written wishes into a small box of its own. After that, we will be done and 
you may return outside and enjoy the rest of the carnival. You will not remember that | told you this, or that 
you saw me or that you did anything other than sit in a folding chair and write down three wishes. Those are 


the rules. There are reasons for those rules-but the seals placed on speaking about even the reasons behind 


the rules are so strong that even though | will tell you why right now, you will find that-" 


The blacks walls of this part of the tent really do look very solid. They do good work at this Zdunich Carnival 
shindig (but those metal folding chairs at the waiting area look tacky) (throws off the Southern spiritualist 
vibe of the whole thing). And, hey, this room has a nice, dark wood table in it. And two chairs (and he's sitting 
on one) and a young man dressed in black is sitting across from him with (what he thinks was) a strange, 
knowing smile before Dave looks up at blue eyes and the young man says, "And keep your eyes right there, Mr 
Grohl" and Dave does so. 


"| might be getting a headache." 
"It will pass." He nods his head in farewell. "Have a good day, Mr Grohl. Please walk out the way you came in" 


So Dave stands and walks nice and slow and backwards towards and through the slit in a canvas tent decorated 
like a knock-off House of Blues restaurant and he's holding a ballpoint pen in his hand because bored skull face 


boy gave it to him to write down three wishes and he did but-but- 


"Hey," he says. "They didn't do anything with them. And that kid said | was getting the Special He pushes out 
an explosive, world-weary sigh. "Should've known better. What a waste of five dollars. Could've gotten a jumbo 
hot dog for that.” He shoves his hands into his pockets and walks out of the tent, mutters and kicks an ice 


cream wrapper as he goes. "What a rip off" 


The First Wish 


Strange light wakes him. It's not the bright lemon yellow that stabs into his retinas if he wakes up at nearly 
noon (with a headache) (not aided by lemon yellow violence)-nor is it the warm syrup orange of waking up a 
little bit after the birds, a fat, opening shot sun curving over the horizon. This light is thin and red-with the 
flat quality you get when you drape shawls or scarves over a lamp like some New Age hippie fortune teller- 
and he must've found it annoying before he even started to fully wake up because he's pulled the covers over 
his head. He starts to draw them off-then starts pushing them off-then gets tangled because (seriously) why 
are they so interminable-his bed is not that big-but his covers just seem to go on forever (seriously) (what 
the ever-loving-fuck) and he can't seem to find their edges just-goddamn it-more and more fabric-and soon 


he's outright fighting his way out of them, cursing and thrashing about as he goes. 
A voice tuts, then says, "You are an exceedingly stupid man" 


The voice is old and accented. Dave (battles with the covers and) tries to place the accent. Eastern Europe (he 
feels his way along red tinged fabric), maybe-no, Italian-no, it's vaguely British (he tries to find one of the 
covers’ corners) (any corner), something like Peter O'Toole-no, no, its an American trying to imitate Peter 
O'Toole-if O'Toole were Eastern European (he curses) (loudly) (starts to kick at the covers) and spoke like 
some cartoon villain. The voice sighs (and that has an indeterminate European accent too) and says, "This was 


a foolish wish." 
Bony fingers close around the scruff of his neck- 


Wait. The scruff of his neck? 


-and Dave is dragged out from beneath the thick red folds of some kind of tablecloth or curtain because it is 
most certainly not covers because he is not in his bed. He is face to face with a very old and very severe 
looking gentleman in black and white skull face paint. One blue eye glares at Dave. One milky white eye glares 
even harder. The old man is dressed in long, red robes-like a priest or a cardinal or something of that Catholic 
nature-and wears a white cotton skull cap. He shakes Dave by the scruff of his neck (no, wait) (wait one 


goddamn minute) (his neck doesn't have a scruff) and deepens his glare. 


"Three wishes," he says in his gravely, indeterminately European voice. His jowls quiver along with his disgust. 
"And this is the best you can do? You stupid, foolish, frivolous man" 


"Put me the fuck down," Dave says, then swats his paw at the old man's nose and- 
-and swats his other paw at the old man's left cheek and- 


-swats his paws in the air and a small cry (no) (only it sounds more like now) escapes past his thin, pink lips 


and his miniscule, pointed fangs. 


The old man sets him down on his lap, then reaches deep into his left pocket. He pulls out a small, rolled up 
piece of paper. He tugs it open, frowns at it as if it has committed a vile act of unspeakable evil, then reads 
out (as if he dearly wishes someone would stop him), "I wish | could be a kitten for a day." He tuts-then 
harrumphs deep within his throat-and glares at Dave as he wobbles about across the old man's lap on his 


(four) (good fucking god) (four) legs. "Foolish. Idiotic. A total and complete waste of elemental energies." 


‘Its also very disorienting," Dave says as he (mostly) totters about (unsuccessfully), although he's pretty 
certain the old man doesn't speak kitten. 


Turns out he's wrong, because the old man says, "Of course it's disorienting, you fool" He picks him up by the 
scruff of the neck again and studies him as he hangs there, paws dangling over his furry stomach as his tail 
whips and bats at the old man's wrist. His mismatched eyes narrow, thin lips pursed, before he sighs and says, 
"| suppose the children could play with you. That should give you plenty of distress for your one day. A kiffen 
Pah. Couldn't even wish to become a proper cat. Too much innocence in goddamn kittens-too much of The 
Enemy." The last words are capitalized. They might even be italicized. They are laced with institutionalized 
hatred and disgust-the way a CEO might speak about a rival company. "Foolish." 


He stands—Dave still firmly collared and held at arm's length and to the side, as if the old man is too sickened 
by the sight of him to risk laying eyes on him by the merest chance-and makes his way down a long, 
shadowed corridor. Dave has no idea where (or when) (or why, really) he is, but wherever it is looks old-very 
old. Thick, sand coloured stones curve up towards pointed arches that pass above Dave's head (and pointed 
ears) at spaced intervals, like the ribs of a giant, desiccated carcass. The floor is made of the same sand 
coloured stones. All of it is covered in dust-most of it from the stones themselves, which are worn and pock- 
marked and have crumbled away in places. Torches create puddles and slanted ovals of weak, ripe peach 
coloured light along the floor and walls. The light wavers and flickers in dust-choked air that has the faintly 
nutty aroma of decomposing parchment. The space around him presses against his senses heavy and as aged 
and as severe as the skull faced old man. His robes drag along the dust, and when Dave looks down he can see 


that the fabric-its edges bordered by black crosses-is torn and moth-eaten and filthy. 

Bright light slams into his eyes and they pass below an arched doorway into a wide, rambling English garden. 
"Children!" the old man calls out. He shakes Dave as if dangling him out towards a hungry pet lion. "Girls!" 

Five girls walk-although three of them eventually break into a run-and one of them actually skips-across the 
garden's manicured lawn. All five are dressed in long, diaphanous white gowns (and two of them wear flower 
crowns), long hair trailing down their back loose and honey coloured and ginger and cedar brown and so blond 
as to be nearly white and stark black. Their ages range from a possible five to a possible sixteen. One of the 


girls (possibly five) (forget-me-not blue flower crown) (honey blond) (skipping) waves and calls out, "Papa!" 


Dave is handed over as an avowed bachelor hands over a crying baby-the sooner it is somebody else's 
problem, the better. "Here. You may play with this creature. Its name is David" 


"Like the king?" one of the girls says (possibly ten) (cedar brown hair). She holds Dave out at arm's length and 


smiles at him with all of the bright joy and boundless love that the old man has clearly vanished from his own 
life. Dave dearly wants to say, "Look, kid, you're really cute and | guess I'm kinda glad I'm making you so happy- 
but I'm starting to freak out a little so, please, just put me down!" but finds that he wants to push his 

forehead against the little girl's cheek instead-which he does. It makes her laugh-high and bright and carefree 


-so he does it again. 

"Oh, for fuck's sake," he mutters. 

‘| like you too!" the little girl says, so delighted and honest that Dave's insides wilt from shame. 
"Share him with your sisters, Terra," the old man says. 


He walks (slow and ponderous, as if his bones might break if he moves any faster) towards a stone seat 
carved into a curved garden wall. He sits, the fingers of one hand curved (like a bird claw) (exactly like a bird 
claw) against his cheek as he watches the five girls pass Dave back and forth amongst them, nearly all of 
them giggling and laughing and making little squeaking sounds of childish pleasure. His desire to butt his head 
against their faces is sorely tested as he tosses back and forth between them like a rowboat out in a 
category 5 hurricane over the Caribbean sea-until all of his instinctive, kitten good will crumbles into the dust 


of the shadowed corridors. 


The girls thread flower crowns for him and place them on his head (watch him bat them off and then kick 
them to pieces) (this delights them to ludicrous levels). String is dangled above him (and the girls watch as its 
vexating inability to stay still drives him nearly mad) (this makes them laugh with the glee of demons 
tormenting the damned). Food is presented and either stuffed in his mouth (when he is not hungry) or taken 
away and hidden (it's adorable to them when he bites their fingers from sheer frustration and hunger). They 
toss him in the air and to each other and catch him and hug him and pull on his ears and his tail and his 
whiskers and all of it is followed by baby-talk declarations of how much he /oves this or Akes that or hates 
this other thing when (really) he's mostly been swearing (loudly and like a hardened death row inmate) (they 
interpret this as unbridled joy) and begging to just be left alone. 


What was it the old man said? Foolish? No-something about distressing. 

The sun pulls its bloated white body in slow and slowest motion across the sky. By the time it is almost 
(almost) (for the love of his possible nine lives) at the western horizon, Dave is thoroughly winded and 
bedraggled and the sworn enemy of any and all things that dangle (fingers included) (especially fingers). The 
honey blond girl in the blue flower crown (Aqua, somebody called her) bounces him along on two feet before 
she tosses him in the air with a squeal. 

The oldest girl (possibly sixteen) (stark black hair) (flower crown in blush pinks and plum purples) catches him. 


Oh no. Here it goes again. More childhood merriment in which he plays the part of a furry ball 


He is relieved when the girl simply sits and sets him down on the grass. 


"Are you alright, David?" she says. 


"| don't remember making this wish. At all. | don't remember any of the wishes | wrote down. | just remember 
a ballpoint pen and tacky folding chairs and a tent. And it's kinda scary that | can't remember—but l'm not sure 
why, and that's scary too." He sighs. "And your sisters are lovely people-lm sure they're all very lovely people 


-but this whole day has felt like dirty laundry must feel inside a washing machine." 


One of the little girls (possibly thirteen) (ginger) pouts. "He is purring for Aether! No fair! Was he not having a 
good time with the rest of us?" She drops onto a cross-legged position, arms tight across her chest. 


"We do not know why he is purring," Aether says. "It might be | am causing him distress, Ignis." 
"Do they not only purr when they are happy?" 
"Not always." 


"Yeah," Dave says, "you heard her. That thing with the string was cruel, kid~you never wanted me to catch it. 
What the fuck kinda torture was that?" He tucks his legs and tail beneath him and scoots back against 
Aether's knee. "I'm gonna sit right here for a while-yeah-and the rest of you lil devils can skip about and eat 


flowers or whatever the fuck you do all day." 


Aether's hand rests over his head. "No," he grumbles. "I said | was gonna sit here. | appreciate that you're not 
tossing me around, but | still just wanna sit here and-and-" His eyes drift half-closed. She's rubbing her 
thumb behind his ear, and it feels-it feels-its just-he sighs and closes his eyes. His entire chest rattles and 
shakes like he's set a jackhammer to his ribs. Which makes perfect sense, because he /oves this girl. With 
every last and solitary fibre of his being. He loves this girl like he's never loved anyone before. He will kil! for 


this girl. "I love you," he says. "You are my most and absolute favourite person in the whole world." 


"Now he is purring from happiness," one of the girls says (possibly seven) (nearly white blond). She sits next 
to Aether and reaches a hand towards Dave. 


"Gently, Aer," Aether says. 

Aer's hand rests across Dave's back, and he tenses. his eyes fly open. "No, listen, kid-l love Aether. No room 
here for more love because | love-I love-" His eyes drift closed again as Aer begins to stroke his back. His 
chest rattles and shakes like a jalopy struggling up a San Francisco hill. "I love both of you! So much | might 
just go to war and decimate a country to prove my love for both of you." 


The old man chuckles. 


When Dave looks in his direction he is surprised to find that a young man is now standing beside him. Like the 


girls, he is dressed in white. He wears a hooded robe and a featureless, full-face mask, so that only his eyes 


show. Blue eyes. Blue eyes that look oddly familiar. Dave's seen them somewhere before-but can't for the life 
of him place them. The young man watches as Aether and Aer (and then the other three girls) stroke his 


head and behind his ears and along his back, his expression unreadable. 


The old man speaks in his severe, accented voice, bird claw hand still curled against his cheek-although Dave 
can't tell if he's speaking to him or to the girls or to the young man or to himself or to no one at all. "He wil 
come, you know," he says (and He is capitalized and italicized and underlined and possibly even bolded in pitch 
black). "His coming is nearly upon us. And | daresay He will rid this world of foolish men who waste the powers 


of Creation on becoming a kiffen for a day. 


He stands up (slow and ponderous, as if hollow bird bones might snap) (with no aid from the young man, 
although he follows the old man's progress with the attentive care of a son) and picks up Dave when the sun 
finally begins to set. His shadow precedes him, a long black skein of fabric and bones that snakes along the 
grass. The littlest girls complain when Dave is taken from them (the oldest threads her hand around the old 
man's) (he doesn't mind this), but he shushes them with a stern glance. 


"We are done with David, my children" He hands him over to the young man with the blue eyes. "Send it along. 
Get it out of my sight” 


He walks away hunched but stately, surrounded by the five girls in white (Terra and Aer turn their heads 
back as they wave tearful goodbyes) (Ignis sticks her tongue out), mutters, "Foolish" one last time, before he 


climbs the stairs that lead into his crumbling sandstone home and disappears into shadow. 


"Was it what you hoped it would be?" the young man asks (muffled but polite) as he carries Dave in his arms 


across the twilit garden. 


lm not sure," Dave says. "Yes?" Then, "No? Honeybaked ham? | mean, can you even understand what l'm 


saying?" 


The young man scratches behind his ear with his index finger. "Yes," he says. He adds a second finger to his 
work behind Dave's ear. "Cats belong to the Devil, you know." Two fingers become three and Dave's chest 


begins to rattle and shake like an overheated motor at a red light. "And | like honeybaked ham." 


"And | love you. So much. | love you more than anything on this entire planet-fuck, | love you more than 
anything else in the universel My love for you will burn for eons, long after the last star has been devoured 
by the Destroyer of Worlds, He Who Shall Reign Eternal and whose love is paltry compared to how much | love 


you, man." 
The young man chuckles. "I doubt that-but thank you very much." 
Then he shakes Dave out like a blanket and everything around him unravels and then knits itself back together 


and his body crashes down into his bed (followed by his blankets) and proper, lemon yellow noon sunlight runs 
swords straight into his eyes and Dave wakes up in his bedroom-human and naked and utterly confused as to 


why he feels as if all of the love he has ever felt for anyone has been ripped away from him. 


To say nothing of the fact that he wants to lick his fingers and clean his ears. 


The Second Wish 


Author's Notes: 
With all respect owed to intellectual property, the concept of the five women in black comes from the 2013 
video for "Year Zero," directed by Amir Chamdin 


‘| love you," Nate tells (almost shouts at) him, follows this (oddly heartfelt) declaration with two big kisses on 
each of Dave's cheeks (and then a hug) (and two more kisses) before he accepts the beer somebody hands 
him ("I love this beer!") and slides back and sideways into the party as if he's moving on theme park ride rails. 


"House party @Chris's. 5 pm. Love to see ul" says the text Taylor sent him shortly after he woke up from- 
what was it-some nightmare about cats and girls flittering about in white gowns through a Medieval 
photoshoot or something like that. Weird dream shit. Although this house party is starting to feel like its own 
weird dream shit. Less than two minutes into it and Nate has declared his love and then Chris when he 
catches sight of him and then some random Latino dude (in Spanish) and then a tall, curly haired woman with 
yellow lipstick and by the Nth "I love you, man!" from people he vaguely and barely recognizes he just wants to 
say, "Hey-yeah-sure, but lets chill the fuck out, right?" 


It's like the guests at Chris's house (and Chris) ("Love you so much, Dave!" he yells at him from across the 


BBQ pit) have wound time back to 1168 or something. 
And everyone is clearly high. Or drunk. Or both. 
Because they can't stop saying the words- 


‘Oh my god-I love you so much, Dave!" Taylor says. He emerges blond and slim and bearded from within a 
group of people chowing down on BBQ as if it has been laced with LSD. "I'm so glad you camel" Then he crashes 
waves of blond and slim and bearded and the sunburnt scent and taste of California into Dave as he kisses him 
-full on the mouth, warm lips, hands tangled sudden and electric tingles in Dave's hair, and with no hesitation 


whatsoever—and repeats, "I love you so much" 

Wait-what-no-hang on-what- 

But Taylor is already gone (Dave tastes dry white salt and the swell of the sea on his lips) (is still struggling 
past wait and wha#), when a bald gentleman hands Dave an empty glass of wine. He pours Amarone for him 
with elegant ease and Dave notices two things about him: He is wearing dark aviator shades and his features 


are delineated with black and white skull face paint. 


‘Oh, | see," Dave says, "I'm dreaming again 


"You did not dream that you were a kitten, Signor Grohl," the man says. 


Nothing indeterminate about this skull faced man's accent. Italian-the kind that travelled from Sicily to New 
York City and probably had quite a few people killed along the way. That might explain the smart suit and the 
heady cologne and the shades and the ring on his finger. Dave's not quite sure how it explains the skull face 
paint, but he knows at least one thing that does. 


"| wished for a stoner house party at Chris's place?" 


One blue eye peers at Dave over the rim of the aviator shades-amused and edged with mischief. "No, Signor 
Grohl, you did not” The man (he looks to be in his late fifties) (somebody's well preserved elderly uncle) (but 
nowhere near as ancient as the severe old bird in the garden) pours himself a generous glass of Amarone, 
swirls, sniffs, tastes, finally drinks, and then says, "Your wish was even vaguer than that." He hands his empty 
wine glass to a tall, red headed woman with a scowl on her thin, sunken face-the kind that travelled from 
Scandinavia to Upstate New York and probably burned several people alive along the way. The man draws a 
small, accordion folded piece of paper from his left pocket. He pulls it open and reads out, "I wish everybody 


just love each other." 
"Everybody here loves-" 


"-each other, yes. And you, certamente. They love everybody and everything. The beer, the wine, the food, 
this house, this party. Tutti amano tutto!" 


Ah. 
"Indeed," the man says, "ah" 


One milky white eye peers at Dave over the rim of the aviator shades—knowing and serious and dangerous like 
being caught alone at the dead end of an alley. It's a little unsettling, so Dave swirls his wine (badly) (some of 
it sloshes over the rim to pool like blood into the hollow of his palm), skips sniffing and tasting and simply 


downs it in one noisy gulp. 


The party spills spontaneous barks of laughter and uninhibited enjoyment and good times just roll down the 
stairs and along the halls and rooms of Chris's house. Loud voices and the clink and tink and thin ceramic tap of 
beer bottles and wine glasses, forks and knives and plates spreads and overflows like a multicoloured and inter- 
generational invasion (somebody's Guatemalan abuela is drinking punch with her equally elderly friends, dressed 
in a bright yellow mumu and utterly unconcerned about the bikini-clad, pot smoking college girls that walk) into 
the garage and the whole joyful mess of it all runs along the driveway and flows out onto the street. Chris's 
neighbours don't mind. They join in The neighbours further down the way join in as well. So many different 
people are playing so many different songs (from radios and TVs and iPods and cell phones and record players 
and car stereos and that one Mariachi band at the corner) that the cacophony converges and melts down into 


one insistent, thumping bass line. 


Dave leans out over the wooden, second floor deck balcony-a beer all but forgotten as the bottle dangles in 
his hand-and realizes it's not so much a house party as a block party-no, really, a United Nations and United 
Colours and Languages of California street fair. It's the Coachella of house parties. 


But nobody seems bothered about it. Everywhere he looks there's only laughter and smiles and even if 
somebody looks serious or keeps quiet, there's a sense of peace about it. Nobody's heckling anybody to smile 
or else. Nobody's pissed at anyone. Nobody's back-stabbing anyone. Nobody's ignoring or belittling or 
misunderstanding anyone. Nobody's pretending to be anything they're not. Everywhere he looks is happiness and 
comfort and pleasure so honest it makes his teeth hurt. 


And quite a few people are halfway undressed. 
But nobody minds-nobody cares. 
"How long has it been this way?" he says. 


"Oh, since you made your wish," the man says. He sips his Amarone. It never seems to run out, although Dave 


hasn't seen anybody so much as hold out a bottle to him. "So-about a day? Maybe less than that." 
He stands beside Dave at the balcony, drinks his wine and surveys the party as a collector appraises a painting. 


The red-headed woman leans against him, toys with the collar of his three-piece suit as if it both bores and 
profoundly elates her. Four other women are gathered around him, their ages ranging from thirty to fifty. 
They are all dressed in black. Their faces and bodies are plain and hardy-the kinds that travelled from the old 
forests of Europe to the Thirteen Original Colonies and probably drowned and suffocated and crushed and 
poisoned several people along the way. They look at Dave and half of them appear one breath away from 


offering him tea and biscuits-the other half will carve and serve several slices of him alongside that tea. 
He gulps down most of his beer. 


A middle-aged couple undress and begin to make love on the lawn. Dave watches, realizes what he's watching 
(god, it's like walking in on your mom), and looks away-only to find himself staring at two Black men who strip 
and begin to bone (and jerk off) on a picnic table. Looking away from that leads to three butch women 
undressing each other and kissing and-okay, over to the left, then-another naked couple and that tattooed 
Vietnamese fellow is really going at it and that body modification girl looks ecstatic and-time to look 
somewhere else-at-at Nate as he unzips his pants and kisses Chris like all of Southern California's energy 
needs depend on the force of that kiss and-okay-giving those two some privacy-lets just- 


"It will become an orgy, Signor Grohl," the man says. "You will soon run out of places to look" 
Dave settles for looking at the man's skull paint face instead-which translates to looking at his own face, 


rounded and fish lensed and long-haired and bearded, in the reflective surface of the aviator shades. He'll take 
that over the sight (and escalating sounds) of the party around him. 


Taylor is out there. Taylor is going to get undressed-might already be undressed-somewhere out there. 
Undressed as in no clothes. No clothes as in naked. Naked as in slim and blond and bearded and sun kissed 


California scent and taste naked body. Somewhere out there. For somebody-somebodies-else. 
He gulps down the dregs of his beer. 
The man smiles—nice and slow like a switchblade across the throat. 


Dave accepts the wine glass one of the women (around forty) (probably drowns children) offers him. “But-but 
if everybody's, you know," he gestures at the lawn (and driveway) (and street) (and stairs), "like-" 


"Fucking each other?" the man says. 
"Yeah. Okay. Fucking each other. Isn't there gonna be, like~you know-a /ot of babies?" 
"Yes." 


"So the world is gonna get overpopulated, right? In-I dunno-how many generations? That'll be-| mean-the 
consequences of that-" He stares at his wine. Blood. It looks just like blood The kind that gathers and congeals 
at the corners of packets of raw meat. He sets it aside (and the woman who probably crushes people to death 
smiles). "This-this was not what | wished for." 


He sounds guilty. Devastated. 
The man (and the red-headed woman) smile-privileged and informed and in on a monumental joke. 


"But everybody loves each other, Signor Grohl. Weren't you listening? That means people respect each other. 
So when a woman says she doesn't want to have a baby, then the man says / perfectly understand-you can 
fake the pil-/ support your decision-you do whatever you need to do, honey. And if a couple-any couple-want to 
have babies then they make beautiful babies and those babies grow up to love each other. Capisce? Everybody 
loves each other! There is no more violent or unwanted or shamed sex, Signor Grohl. Everybody wants to fuck 
each other!" He gazes down at the middle-aged couple as they climax in a tangle of limbs and hair and sweat. 
"Which means that, yes, the world will become overpopulated. There will be too many people. Space will run out. 
Food will run out. They will-eventually-eat each other. But they will do it out of /ove-they will feed each other 


out of pure and selfless love-and the last woman left alive will die knowing that she was loved." 
"We are in His presence," one of the women (around fifty) (probably suffocates old people to death) says. She 
takes up Dave's wine and drains it, sets the cup back on the handrail as if it still has enough for Dave to drink. 


"And He is love." 


He stares at the cup-at the women-at the skull faced man-horrified. 


"This-this is not what | meant when | wrote down-" 


"Relax, Signor Grohl. You will be long gone by the time humanity begins to feed on itself." He pats Dave's 
shoulder like an indulgent uncle and walks into the heaving heart of the party, the five women gathered around 


him. "| would just enjoy this moment while you are here." 
Enjoy this moment? Enjoy this-? 


Dave presses his hands to his eyes, pinches his nose, takes several deep breaths. He wished for this. He took a 
ballpoint pen and wrote down a rephrased version of the cliched World Peace wish. / wish everybody just loved 
each other. Just like that. And now Nate and Chris are having sex on the lawn of Chris's house as if ordained 


by some greater power-surrounded by hundreds of people doing the very same thing. 
Chris's house party has turned into the Coachella of hippie commune love-ins. 


And still nobody seems to care. Everybody still looks happy (scrunchy faced during orgasm, sure) (but happy) 
and at peace and just-just- 


"| should've wished for a new dog," he says, pushes his way towards the first floor kitchen in the hopes that 
there are still beers left in the fridge. Unlikely. There are so many people packed into Chris's house now that 
it's like wading through an overcapacity crowd. A nudist colony overcapacity crowd. He elbows and excuse me-s 
his way (as gently and politely as he can) past several loud and groaned and whispered and moaned and sighed 
stages of sex and love making and fucking and banging and just pounds and gobs of naked flesh in every gender 


and sexuality and size and Pantone skin tone imaginable. 


Taylor leans against the kitchen door frame, arms and legs crossed as he smiles and speaks to a young man 
dressed jaw to wrists to toes in black The young man wears a black Venetian bauta mask and a hood, so that 
only his eyes show. Blue eyes. Blue eyes Dave is now more than certain he has seen before. What was it the 
skull faced aviator shades man said-he did not dream that he was a kitten-and he's pretty certain the young 
man listening to Taylor is the same young man who carried him (what) (just this morning) across a twilit 


Medieval garden. 

He is the only other person in the room-along with Dave-who is not naked. 

Because Taylor is naked. 

Fully and completely, absolutely no fucks given naked. 

Because-Dave realizes with sudden, sobering clarity-everybody loves each other. Nobody gives a fuck (single, 
solitary, flying, or ever loving) that Taylor is naked because nobody is judging anybody else. Nobody is offended. 
Nobody is jealous. Nobody cares that Taylor is taller or thinner or younger than they are-nobody cares 


whether his penis is larger or smaller or flaccid or hard-none of it matters. At all. Taylor stands and moves 
with perfect, enviable ease, no different than if he were dressed. The fact that the young man next to him is 


fully clothed makes no difference either—they simply are. 


Taylor's face breaks into a smile (and something inside Dave breaks as well) as he catches sight of him. "Dave," 


he says, "I'm so glad to see you. | love-" 

"Yeah," Dave says. "I know. | love you too." 

"Listen, I'm gonna get us all drinks, okay? And then I'm gonna go find a quiet spot. This party has reached epic 
levels, you know? Which is fucking great-| love it-but I'd like to carve out some down time for myself. Wanna 
come? Dave?" He cocks his head at the young man, and he calls him by his name. Only Dave doesn't catch it, 
and when he leans closer and asks Taylor to repeat it he still doesn't catch it. 

"Man, you need your ears checked," Taylor says with a laugh. He kisses Dave's temple (lingers) (the high- 
pitched salinity of wet skin after a swim in the ocean) then weaves his way into the kitchen His arm bobs up 
from the peaks of party guest's heads like a drowning swimmer. "I'll be right back with those drinks!" 

Dave turns to the young man and is about to say, "I'm sorry, can you just tell me what your name is one 
more time?" when he places a (polite) hand on Dave's shoulder. His mouth and chin are covered, but his eyes 
narrow in a way that lets Dave know that he's smiling. 

"You don't remember what | said about the rules, Mr Grohl-but this is one of them. Taylor forgets my name 
every time he looks away from me, and will forget | was ever here when the party ends. He's already 
forgotten he needs to get three drinks, and will return with two. Its not important. Don't let it bother you." 
"Can | ask you a question?” 

"Yes." 

"What was my third wish?" 

| can't tell you that." 


"Not even a little? | mean, this one was-| dunno-| wanted people to love each other so that there would be 


peace and understanding and good shit like that-right-but that creepy Italian man with the skull face paint-" 
"Papa." 
"-yeah, that-Wait. he's your father?" 


"No. 


"But you just said—" 


"Yes." 


Dave presses his lips together, exhales through his nose. "If | ask you to explain yourself," he says slowly, 
"you'll just tell me that you will explain everything, but I'll just forget or not hear you properly or something 
like that, right?" 


"Yes" 
"So | should just-what-just go along with it and enjoy myself?" 


"Right now? Yes." The young man looks out at the mass of naked bodies that sway and grind and flap and move 
in gentle waves as practically everybody in the room joins in on an orgy that seems to neither have nor need 
an end-or even a reason. The expression in his eyes is unreadable-but for a few seconds Dave can almost 
swear he glimpses something like regret. And something else. A brief lightning spark of rebellion Blue eyes 
meet-all but crash-into his. "Dave, you third wish-" 


"| would speak with The Special," a female voice says. 


One of the skull faced man's women (early-thirties) (probably poisons country-wide water supplies) approaches 
them. She places a hand on the young man's shoulder. His eyes are unreadable once more, but the woman's 
hand as her fingers make indents on his shoulder and the straight lines of their bodies make Dave 
uncomfortable on his behalf. Rules, he said, and something about strong seals placed on speaking about those 
rules-and Dave suspects (knows) that the young man had been a few words away from breaking one of those 
rules, and that strange tents and masks and robes and skull face paint and five attendants signify the type of 


organization that does not tolerate rule breaking-that punishes rule breaking. 
"Did | get you in trouble?" 


"No, Mr Grohl" He inclines his head in a polite farewell. "Good night, Mr Grohl. | don't think I'll be seeing you 
again" The woman's hand tightens around his shoulder, and he allows her to guide him away. "Please enjoy the 


rest of your night.” 


The woman and the young man fold and banish into the crowd. Dave wants to follow, to grab the woman by 
the elbow and maybe do something his mother taught him men shouldn't do to women (punch them clean 
across the jaw) (you just don't do that) (even if the woman poisons entire towns and cities and countries) (but 
maybe he could just shove her aside) (that's not as bad as punching her) (yeah) (he'll do that), only he then 
finds that he has no idea why he's surged forward, arm outstretched. 


Something about a woman. Something about blues eyes. And rules. 


But he can't remember what-decides it can't have been that important. Besides, here's Taylor with their 
drinks, just like he said. Two drinks and let's go find a quiet spot. 


‘| love you," Taylor says, and kisses him with the hypnotic pull of the surf at high tide, draws him close and 
crashes damp salt and urgent mid-day sunlight into him. "So much." His free hand rests at the back of Dave's 
neck, and the movement of his fingers sends tingles blooming and spreading all the way down Dave's back and 


chest and straight into his crotch. 
Jesus, he's already turned on-and he's already halfway hard 
And nobody cares. 

Nobody gives a fuck 


Dave sets down his beer (nobody's gonna steal it) (because everybody loves each other) (and everybody 
respects that it's his beer) (they're also kinda busy banging each other) (but its still nice to know no one's 
gonna steal it) (so he sets down his beer) and pulls off his shirt. He unbuttons and drives down the zipper on 
his pants and is just about to push them down when he remembers: shoes. Gotta take off the shoes first, or 
the jeans'll get tangled in his red canvas sneakers. He hops in place as he pulls one of them off. This makes 
Taylor laugh, and the sound makes his penis twitch a little bit further along into its hard-on. So there goes the 


other shoe and the socks and now-yeah, here we go-there go the jeans and the underwear and now he's-he's 


He's not as slim as Taylor. And he's no longer as young as his heart feels. He looks down at his body and he 
sees a strange frame that curves and swells into weird angles, all of it covered in pale flesh down to big bony 
toes and so many veins on his feet. And there's his erection—unreal and obscene against Chris's littered 
hardwood floor. He turns his arms to trace tattooed swirls as he flexes lined and callused fingers-lowers them 


to rub at his thighs. Dares a glance at Taylor. 


Who smiles and is already hard as well and he doesn't care what Dave's body looks like. He still loves him (so 
much) and Dave tries really hard to keep his thoughts from walking and maybe even running into gooey places 
but he knows he's going to fail because (goddamn it) it feels good-Taylor doesn't fucking care-Taylor is turned 
on and he loves Dave and Dave's thoughts don't so much walk or run as fucking crash land into gooey because 
this is what unconditional love must feel like-that Taylor doesn't care-that Taylor loves him (so much) and 


loves his lump mass flaws galore human body-and it feels fucking great. 
'| love you," Dave says. "So fucking much" 


And he kisses Taylor as if not merely Southern California but the entire west coast and all remaining forty- 
seven states (and all the territories) depend on this kiss for all of their energy needs—for every single last 
bolt of electricity that makes everything spark and fire into life with the force of stars as they cry out and 


burn out to consume the world entire. 


Taylor all but crumbles in his arms, eyes closed as he sighs and then moans and then groans and then says, 
"Quiet place," and tugs at Dave's hand. Dave wraps his fingers around Taylor's and he knows there's a really 


stupid (and goofy) (possibly ridiculously goofy) smile on his face but good holy fucking shit this is gonna be- 


“Signor Grohl!" 

Dave turns- 

-and Taylor's hand slips out of his grip- 

-but there is no sign of the skull faced man-or the five women. 

(And somebody else) (somebody else is missing) (something about blue eyes) 

It can't have been that important. 

Dave turns back to Taylor, catches sight of slim and blond like the faded sun rays of photograph memory and 
Taylor's long fingers as he beckons and he can already taste the sea and eternal sunshine on Taylor's skin He 
pushes his way through the crush and sway of naked bodies around him, keeps his eyes on Taylor-Taylor who 
loves him-Taylor who smiles at him as if nothing and nobody else matters but Dave-Taylor who disappears 


into a room down a narrow hall and Dave begins to pray under his breath. 


Please-let this be true: | wished that Taylor loves me more than anybody else—that Taylor is only in love with 


me. 
Please let that have been my third wish. 

Please 

Laughter unfurls behind him-and he turns to make certain that- 
That what-there is nothing there. 

Nothing at all 


And then he's already stepped through the door. 


The Third Wish 


Author's Notes: 

The city described in this chapter is based on a few Ghost-related things: The Zbigniew M. Bielak artwork for 
the Meliora album, the Zev Deans videos for "From the Pinnacle to the Pit" and "Square Hammer," and the song 
"Bible" from the Popestar LP. 


The tent had been all gaudy carnival-cheap acrylic paint on canvas walls and wilted patches of grass like a 
camouflage pattern over packed dirt. The sandstone house (manor, he realises now) had been Medieval- 
properly Medieval, cramped and musty and thick stoned and smaller than the average fantasy epic would have 
you believe. Chris's house (and he really should have realised this sooner) hadn't even been Chris's house-or 
even Chris's neighbourhood. It had been one of those two-storey brick and wood townhouses from crooked, 
cracked asphalt and tree-choked neighbourhoods in the places where it rains constantly and gutters and 
sidewalk curbs bloat with thick layers of soggy autumn leaves as they decompose neon orange into dun browns 


-places like Washington state-a city like Seattle. 
This room is different. 


This room (and the wide spaces he can sense above and below and all around it) is big. Not so much wealth 
and power big (although he can sense that too) as a magnitude and weight that speaks to history-history that 
takes steady, patient steps away from the ZIst century and disappears into the driven, crushing tumult of civil 
rights, rides steam powered expansion and runs in the blood-laced sweat of slaves across moonlight drenched 
Southern fields, implodes back into the muzzle and the barrel of Red Coat muskets and returns across the 
Atlantic to unravel and disintegrate into mud and frock coats and revolutions and guillotines, spice routes and 
the searing heat of deserts, armies and scholars and explorers and greed and pyramids and ziggurats and 
temples and tents and always further back as it gathers age within age within ages and Dave can no longer 


keep track. 


Wherever (and whenever) he is, it has existed far longer than he can even try to imagine-let alone 


comprehend. 


A volley of echoes (red canvas shoes) (he's no longer naked) surrounds him as he walks along a carved stone 
hall whose ceiling disappears into shadow so far above his head he can't be certain that there és a ceiling 
(although there is something up there) (amorphous as it roils and shifts like a cluster of living creatures) (a 
murder of crows) (or a colony of bats). He follows stepped, precise designs of geometric sunbursts and 
sunrays, thunderbolts and imperative speed and youthful bodies that flex and run with stiff, wavy hair and a 
steel cold determination that Dave recognizes from countless Art Deco buildings that glint aluminum and gold 


under the primary blue Los Angeles sky. But this place is older than that. It warps time, so that he loses track 


of it as he walks. He wanders down the sleek stone design of a future that never came-a Fritz Lang motion 
picture set as it collapses into Robert Wiene and FW Murnau painted shadows-for minutes-hours-hours upon 
hours-until he finally comes to a set of open, tall double doors inlaid with a riot of gold and silver and mosaic 


flames. 
He thinks about calling out ("Taylor?"), but gives it up as foolish before he's even really worked up the nerve. 
Taylor is gone. Everybody at Chris's house (and the house) (and all of Southern California) is gone. 


There is only him and an immense, empty cavern of a building and a figure that stands at a bank of windows 
that reach floor to ceiling. It waits-backlit by the absinthe green glow of amalgamated electric illumination-its 
back to Dave, dressed in black (some kind of fancy evening suit) (slicked back hair), hands clasped to rest at 
the small of its back. Straight-lined locomotive Modernity frames its figure in a mathematical cascade of 
skyscrapers and city lights-windows and doorways and traffic signals and business and theatre and promotional 
signs and the blinking, artificial constellations formed by radio towers-a stylized, eternal night version of New 
York City as it exists within the dreams of nineteen-thirties architects. Fires weave and flare industrial 
furnace oranges and reds in the distance, too far to be a part of the city, but close enough to tinge the 
streets ochre and delineate the edges of the buildings. 


Dave comes to a stand at the figure's right, glances sideways at a face that appears both youthful and 
middle-aged at once. Black and white skull face paint-all sharp German Expressionism angles where the others 
had been fluid and organic. Blue eye. A blue eye Dave now knows he has seen before. 


"How many of you are there?" he says. 


The figure-the man-continues its study of the cityscape, speaks as if Dave has not said a word, unperturbed 
and thoughtful. "Impressive, is it not?" he muses. "It has its own kind of beauty-decadence and decay." 


Eastern European accent-something cultured and affected When Dave studies the man's reflection in the glass 
(stiff and severe next to his long-haired, bearded and slouched self) he can see the milky white left eye the 
other two skull faced men had. 

"Just how many of you are there?" he says again 

Still unperturbed and thoughtful. "Pardon?" 

"Spooky bastards with skull face paint." 

The man favours a distant section of the city with an enigmatic smile. 

"Do you see the fires, Mr Grohl? They have been burning for a very long time-and humanity has achieved so 


many wondrous things since they began to burn-since the footsteps of giants rang out rebellion" His 


mismatched eyes roam in slow study across the tessellated confusion of the city, a jagged Aescher diagram of 


stairs and alleys and streets that lead both away and nowhere, loop into and around themselves even as Dave 
knows that the city must have its own, internal logic. "The walls of this place used to be much higher-reached 
so much higher than the ruins you can see now-when this city had a different name-and, well, it was a 
different time." One milk white eye looks into and walks along the past as if it had ended only yesterday. One 
blue eye grows distant with regret. “Babylon 


"I know you, don't |?" 
"Do you?" 


"Don't 1? | mean-l feel as if I've been talking to you all day. You keep changing-and you've got a different 
accent now-but | know you. There's a blue eye-then blue eyes, plural and normal-or as normal as any of this 
insanity has been-and you keep saying all these vague things about someone coming and then being here and 


rules. Only | keep forgetting about you. But then you show up again and | remember and |-|-" 
"Try not to hurt yourself, Mr Grohl." 


lm fine," he snaps. "Confused and rambling but fine-okay, Mr Spooky Bastard? | made three wishes-wrote 
them down with a ballpoint pen. Right? You're gonna pull a piece of paper out of your pocket any minute now. 
But | don't get any of this. How did one of my wishes wind up being visiting," he stares at the neon lit 
cityscape as it sprawls both alien and familiar in its design, “what was it you claimed this place was? Babylon? 
Look, | know a few things about Babylon. It did not look like New York City in 1931. And the Tower of Babel is a 
myth-if that's what you meant with that high walls stuff. It wasn't real Why would | wish to be there-to be 


here-wherever the hell we really are?" 


Another enigmatic smile, this time at a distant communications tower straight out of the RKO Radio Pictures 


logo. 

"Is any of this real?" 

"This is the future, Mr Grohl.” 

"The future looks like a German Expressionism version of the 1930s?" 

"It is also the present, and the past." 

Dave throws up his hands, runs them through his hair and down to clasp over the nape of his neck as he 
turns away from the windows. "Oh great. Fucking great. More vague bullshit. That really makes things clearer." 
He glares at the man's reflection as he transfers his unperturbed, thoughtful gaze from the city to Dave. 
"And | hate to break it to you, Mr Spooky Bastard-but everything and everyone is the future and the present 


and the past all at once. It's called living-fucking time moving forward and all that." 


"That is not quite correct. A great deal many things only exist as the past." 


"Dead things, you mean. Destroyed things like," he jerks his head in the direction of the city, "those walls you 


were talking about." 


The man turns. "Yes," he says, "very good. Now you are being sensible." He smiles then (although the smile 
never reaches his white eye) (it regards Dave without the anger or promise of violence he saw in the other 
two skull faced men) (it doesn't care about Dave at all) (and he would shudder at that, if he didn't also want to 
deny Spooky Bastard the pleasure of seeing him shudder). He walks past Dave with a sense of sudden purpose, 
hands clasped behind his back. "Come along, Mr Grohl. Our ride is here." He crosses the room with a rhythmic 
clap of echoing footsteps, takes the wide, shallow stairs up to the ornamental doors two at a time-a bizarre 
Fred Astaire in skull face paint and (not quite) (but almost) evening coat-tails and white spats. He snaps the 
fingers of his left hand, as if aware that Dave has not moved from his place by the windows. "Don't dawdle, 
Mr Grohl. He doesn't have all day. Be a good boy, and come along.” 


Dave looks around the wide, shadowed emptiness of the room, then over his shoulder at the chaotic design of 


the city. 


He still has no idea where on when or if he is, and Spooky Bastard is clearly averse to giving straight (or any) 


answers. 
Goddamn it and fuck it all-he really has no choice but to follow. 


Spooky Bastard did not wait for him. His footsteps ring out from somewhere far ahead. Fine by Dave. Their 
patent leather echoes are easy enough to trail after in an empty building. Only it's no longer really empty. Two 
figures gaze down at Dave from recessed balconies as he makes his way along the hall. Dressed in black, full- 
face silver masks with stylized Art Deco waves of hair and curved horns and no mouths. Their eyes follow 
Dave, ocean blue and earth brown, before they fall back into shadow and a second set of figures come into 
view further ahead. Red eyes (arms crossed over its chest as it leans against a column) and sky grey eyes 
(ridiculously tall and at military ease) and the same silver masks. That makes four of them, and Dave is 
already familiar enough with how this whole weird scenario has been playing out to not be surprised when a 
fifth masked figure (eyes that shift from indigo blue to purple to pink) (like expanding nebulae) opens a door 
for him and ushers him outside. It follows after Dave and climbs behind the wheel of a Duesenberg Model J. 
Spooky Bastard is already inside. 


"Your five flunkies are male," Dave says as he slides into the seat across from him. 

Spooky Bastard takes no heed of the term flunkies. "One of them is occasionally a woman," he says with such 
nonchalance that Dave feels foolish for using the term. Has no clear idea what made him use it. Probably the 
Duesenberg and the old fashioned vibe that crackles like a Victrola record player around him, turns the crunch 


of wheels over gravel into the pop and catch of a needle against vinyl. 


"itll be a waste of time if | ask where we're going, won't it?" 


"It will." 

"Ditto if | ask what my third wish was?" 

"Yog" 

The way he says that one word-the plain, unaccented sound of it-makes Dave's eyes narrow. "Look-are you?" 
"Am | what?" 

Dave drops back against the seat. "Never mind" 


The city spools out to his right, a movie reel of butter yellow windows and dark doorways and skyscrapers 
that stab the sky in stacks of curved chrome. There are no stars (light pollution gnashes electric teeth and 
swallows them), but a large, bright full moon slides like a Georges Méliès prop behind tenement fire escapes 
and office buildings and department stores and apartment complexes. The fires still burn in the distance, and 
Dave toys with the idea of small talk about them-gives it up at the mere thought of more vague answers. 
Best to just ride in silence (ignore the way Spooky Bastard smiles—once-closed lipped and as if Dave has made 


a joke) and just let this third wish play out. 
He only made three. This will be over soon 
Whatever it is. 


City lights race red and green and orange and halogen white squares and triangles and zig-zagging lines down 
the Duesenberg's leather interior and along Spooky Bastard's hair and painted face and body, spill onto the 
automobile's floor (its a 1130s Duesenberg) (it's not a car) (its not even an auto) to pool below Dave's canvas 
shoes (bright red and utterly out of place as they exist flat, rubber soled and faintly ridiculous below jeans 
and a faded Led Zeppelin T-shirt) as the city falls further and further behind them, until the steady 
succession of muddled, absinthe green light gives way to the rust orange lagoons of suburban streetlights, 
then the distant creams of widely spaced rural homes and finally to near darkness and pale moonlight as all 


traces of civilization fall away and the silent, masked driver winds the Duesenberg up a thickly wooded hill 
Spooky Bastard's milky white eye glows in the dark 


But then he blinks and it's just discoloured. His eyes tick in the direction of the driver, and the car eases to a 
stop with the deep, crunched crackle and rolling displacement of unpaved dirt and pebbles. The door to Dave's 
left opens, and Spooky Bastard gestures for him to climb out. Dave is already outside the car, hands on his 
hips and his thumb rubbing a nervous pattern into the waistband of his jeans when the door closes and the 


Duesenberg begins to pull away. 


"Hey! No-wait!" 


The automobile slows, and the back window rolls down One white eye looks at him with no concern whatsoever. 
"We are done with you, Mr Grohl. But no need to look so alarmed" The window rolls closed. "Enjoy the rest of 


your evening, Mr Grohl." 
"Like hell-! No fucking way!" 


The car picks up speed as it heads down the hill, and Dave's legs pump in a scramble of jeans and red canvas 
shoes and dust and pebbles as he runs after it. He bangs on its sides, fist against its tinted window, before his 
foot catches on something (rock) (root) (fucking Art Deco paperweight) and he sprawls onto the dirt path jaw 
and teeth first (like a punch) (bam) (right on the kisser). When bright whites stop smashing into each other 
within his skull and he looks up the Duesenberg is gone. Not further down the hill gone or even hidden for a 
little while as it turns a corner gone-completely gone. As if it had never even been there. 


No. Holy fucking shit-no. 


There is no way he wished to be stranded in some godforsaken forest in the middle of the night. There is just 
no way-no fucking way that- 


"Well, there is," says Spooky Bastard's Eastern European accent, "but, no, you didn't fucking wish to be 
stranded in some godforsaken forest in the middle of the night. You'll find that it isn't even really a forest, if 
you stop banging your fist into the ground and look around you." 


"Fuck-you," Dave says as he lies in the dirt, eyes closed and dry dust like mortification on his teeth. He lies 
there for a little longer—just to make Spooky Bastard wait-before he pushes to his feet, slaps dirt off his T- 
shirt and his jeans and prepares to repeat Fuck and You with a little more force and dignity. What he says 
instead is, "What the hell?" 


The man is wearing black robes-full on, Inverted Catholic Mass in High Latin as the Priest Faces Away from 
You vestments—Highest Position within the Congregation of the Damned as It Burns Incense and Spills the Blood 
of Sacrificial Black Lambs regalia-heavy and thick and embroidered and bordered in gold. Purple lining flashes 
aristocratic and expensive as the man (something about the robes makes it hard for Dave to keep thinking of 
him as Spooky Bastard) (there is something taller and older and distinctly more severe about him in robes) 
clasps his hands just below his waist and regards Dave as a professor would a disappointing student. Dave 


wants very badly to apologize-then he wants to say, "Fuck you" to his face all over again. 


"Yes, | know," the man says. He gestures for Dave to follow him as he heads down the hill in the opposite 
direction of the Duesenberg. "Come along, Mr Grohl." 


"Weren't you just inside that automobile that just fucking disappeared?" 
"Was |?" 


"And where are we-?" 


"No more questions, Mr Grohl," the man says. "Just follow." 


Something about the sound of his voice-subdued and serious-makes Dave obey. Questions rattle around in his 


head and push against his lips, but he chews on them as he makes his way down the hill behind the mon. 


Smoke and dust rise from the ground, acrid and laced with the sickly sweet charred wood and carbon bite of a 
forest fire. It soon becomes clear why-the woods at the bottom of the hill have burned away. The ground and 
the grass and the bare trees are dark ash grey, bleak and twisted like broken bones as they spread towards 
the horizon under a slate cloud cover for-what-Dave follows row after row of soot blackened trees—miles 
upon miles. A slow, tired breeze carries the charcoal scent of dry bark and ashes as they crack collapse and 
break apart. And there's something else. Sulfur. No, mesquite wood chips. Something that brings back Chris's 
house party-Chris as he stands by the BBQ pit-a snap of flame and kindle-meat and bone and fat as it cooks 
and the smell burrows deep within Dave's nostrils and worms its way into his brain and his hand has already 


covered his mouth as his stomach heaves and he curls in on himself. 
There are bodies hanging from the trees. 
There are bodies fused into the trees. 


The skull faced man stands beside Dave (who battles and swallows back the desire to vomit), hands clasped at 


the waist, a black robed and painted Virgil as smouldering desolation spreads out below them. 


"There are rules, Mr Grohl, for everything within Creation-even here, in the shadows outside of Creation" His 
eyes grow hard-both in tandem for once-as he looks down at the ruined trees and bodies. "Do you know-can 
you understand-how insulting-how sickening-it is to know that you were allowed to rebel? That your hard-won 
freedom has been perverted? You do not look upon our rules, Mr Grohl-but at your creator's rules. This place 


exists solely because of your creator's displeasure at disobedience." 


Dave's insides harden, press against his ribcage. “Creator..? Do you mean-?" He shakes his head. "No. No, wait 
one fucking minute-you do not mean that this is-is-" He stares out at the scorched wastes. There are so 
many trees. Thousands of them-more than that. They stretch beyond Dave's sight and beyond his ability to 
count. A shocked kind of desperation beats at his throat as the man observes his reaction, milk white eye 


detached and distant, blue eye both curious and (why) (Dave can't understand why) pained. 

"Do you know what this place is, Mr Grohl?" 

"I think.. | think | do." His hands press against his eyes, against the flesh and underlying bone of his face. "Can | 
-con | sit down? | think | need to sit down. | might have already sat down. Collapsed. Or something. | don't know. 


| need to sit down. Can | just sit down?" 


"You may." 


Dave's knees give way. "Oh god-" 
"Yes." 


"-this is-but, no, none of that is real They made all that shit up in the Middle Ages!” He looks up at the skull 
faced man. "All that Dante shit? Nine circles and punishments and-and-a forest of trees for-for-" His head 
hangs down between his knees as he grips his elbows. "Suicides," he says, his voice small and thin, "a forest of 


suicides." 


The skull faced man's voice is gentle (and familiar) (so familiar) as he says, "Come with me." He holds out his 
hand and helps Dave to his feet, then points down at the ground between them. "Stay within my shadow. Keep 
close to me until | tell you otherwise. Understood?" Dave can only nod. "Very well” He turns, waits for Dave to 


step into a long, stark black shadow like an inverted pyramid, then takes one step forward. 


The sloped ground around them liquefies. The change is so sudden that Dave grabs onto the man's elbow 
before he realizes what he's done. To his surprise, the man doesn't seem to mind-so he keeps his hand right 
there, fingers tight over the fabric of his robes as they move across-what—Dave isn't quite sure. One 
moment it behaves like water, the next like molten lava, and then like oil. Swirls of purple and gold and black 
curl away from the man's robes-bleed and run from them, organic disintegration as it twines outwards into 
tendrils that weave like the paths of fish below the surface of a pond. The colours spread left and right and 
behind them like tattered veils, break with the iridescent sheen of oiled feathers-fall apart and join together 
over and over into patterns Dave almost recognizes-alchemy and secret rituals and the cursive symbols of 
chartered planets and constellations, cartographic compass roses and sea monsters, fish limbed women with 
teeth like needles and scaled leviathans that rear their heads, surface and sink as they twist into horned 
beasts with dozens of heads and esoteric shapes that warp grotesque and disappear before Dave can make 
sense of them. The sky opens ink black above them-there are no clouds and no stars and no moon-as if 
everything around them had been painted in one sure stroke-dipped in gold leaf to melt and run into the edges 
of the frame, sinuous nature and angled geometry patterned into faces and limbs and animals and cities and 
metal towers that ascend to the Heavens and all of it pulses and breathes alongside the beat of Dave's heart, 


assaults his eyes until he's certain he will go blind-or mad. 
"Hold onto me," the man says, "and close your eyes." 
Dave nods-relieved—-and does as he is told. 


With his eyes closed the liquefied ground feels like-nothing. His feet move forward, but there is nothing below 
him. It is disorienting and strange, and his fingers dig into the man's elbow as they make their way, until Dave 
is certain that he will eventually snap out, "Let go." But he never does. His robes whisper and mutter in dead 
languages as they drag and disintegrate in the blood-thick liquid around them and Dave knows that colours are 
bleeding into pictures below their feet (he cracks open one eye and is immediately pummeled by the births and 
simultaneous deaths of hundreds of stars) (his eyes screw shut again) and he waits for their journey along 


the forest to finally end. 


Only-when it ends-he will see- 


Why do you keep trying to shield your mind, Dave? You know what you're going to see. You know exactly what 


you're going to see. 

"You can let go now," the man says. "You can step away from my shadow, and you can open your eyes.” 
Dave does as he is told. In order. Slowly. The last, fruitless defence against the inevitable. 

He lets go of the man's elbow. 


A phone rings and travels forward from April 1994 and the voice at the other end trembles across phone lines 


that cut into and scar the Seattle sky. "Dave? Oh my God-Dave-Listen-They found-" 
He steps out from the man's shadow. 


They all walk in a line and shuffle scuffle drag forward in a procession (in flat dry grass and disturbed dirt 
dust daylight) (because it doesn't fucking rain) (they don't walk within a fucking choreographed cinematic 
bullshit collection of black umbrellas) and his suit doesn't fit very well because you don't prepare for these 
things-you don't go off to get fitted for a suit when the word you'll have to use is funeral. Your arms drop 


numb lead into whichever suit you can find. 

Nothing prepares you. 

He steps onto ash covered ground that is once again solid. 
And he opens his eyes. 


Kurt's skin is grey and waxy and covered in a sheen of congealed sweat and viscous fluids. It merges and runs 
alongside petrified bark in the places where it sinks into his fingers and along his ribs as the tree holds and 
cradles and traps his body. The side of his head is cratered, shattered bone and gored flesh long since 
hardened and blackened, like the slow decay of an animal's carcass along the highway. He sighs and mutters, 


eyes closed as he leans into and joins with decomposing heartwood and sapwood. 


Dave looks (and forces himself to keep looking) and swallows against the gut punch that tightens his throat. 
The need to be sick slams against his ribs—begs to let his knees buckle again-but he's too shocked to do 
anything but stare. 


Oh fuck-Kurt. 


You were supposed to be in a better place now-that's what they all told me. Isn't that the trite phrase they 
always pull out? He's in a better place now. Everything happens for a reason. It was God's will. God and nine 


circles and a forest of suicides and | couldn't remember what | wrote down, Kurt. 


The handset clatters into the receiver and April 1994 breaks into feedback within Dave's head as Kurt is 


removed-violent and swift-from reality. Kurt is in trouble. Kurt was in trouble. Kurts is-Kurt was- 


"Why?" he says. "How-how can all of this be true? God is-1 mean-God's supposed to be compassionate. We get 


told-all the time-that he will understand." His voice falters small. "That he understood" 


Kurt moans against his shoulder as wood snaps and sinks into his arm. A shotgun. He put a fucking shotgun to 
his head twenty-two years ago to end the noise that ate away at his thoughts like corroded infection and 
Dave never understood how Kurt could do that to himself-scraped his fingernails over the surface of 
acceptance as the years put distance between his horror and grief-but he always thought-believed-that Kurt 
would be free of his pain-whether he had flung himself shrouded in gunpowder into an afterlife or godless 


oblivion. 


The man meets Dave's glare with the unperturbed, thoughtful expression he wore in the city. "This is a 
dream," Dave says. "I'm dreaming all of this shit. That's why it makes no sense. That's why Chris's house 
wasn't right-why details just keep repeating. I'm fucking dreaming. And I'm going to wake up." 


"Your sun," the man says, "is a yellow dwarf star. It is a constant and violent decay of hydrogen and helium, 
eating away at itself as it burns towards death. This was true and is true and will remain true regardless of 
the fact that-for decades-humanity fashioned out the sun to be-in one of many tales-the path of a god on a 
golden chariot." He looks at Kurt, then at the forest of trees, bones and bodies around them. One blue eye 
gazes out with the same strange sense of regret Dave felt from him before. One white eye gazes out with 
ancient and cruel and inhuman dispassion. "Your creator doesn't care what you think-what you believe it did or 
does or will continue to do. Humanity did not make the rules-you were simply tasked with obeying them. What 
makes you think you can shape the will and reality of a being far older and greater than you?" He points at 
Kurt. "Look at your friend, Mr Grohl. This is the punishment your creator devised for those who end their own 
life. It is eternal. It has been and is and will be for as long as humanity and this forest exists." 


"No." Dave shakes his head, distressed and obstinate like a little kid. "You're lying. And this a dream. A fucked 


up dream. None of this is true." 

He pinches his upper arm. Hard. Twists flesh until he leaves stinging red marks. 
Nothing. 

Slaps himself. 

And still nothing. 

Punches his jaw-punches it again. 


And nothing-and nothing. 


Screams and tightens his fists until his knuckles and his thoughts turn white and Kurt shudders out a moan 
and the phone rings over and over like panic and "Dave-Listen-They found-" and Dave yells his throat sore 


before his head is in his hands and his breaths come fast and shallow as he sobs. 
"lam sorry, David," the man says. "But | am not lying, and you are not dreaming" 
"Fuck you" Dave growls. He steps forward. *Kurt-!" 

The skull faced man holds out his right arm to bar his path. 

Dave glares, lips drawn back over his teeth. “What the fuck do you think you're doing?" 


Right arm still outstretched, the man reaches into his robes. He draws out a piece of paper folded into a small 
square. He rolls it into the centre of his palm, where it peels open like the unfurling wings of an insect as 
static electricity curls around his fingers. "Your third wish, Mr Grohl, was that you wanted to see him. You 
weren't even specific about which him you meant-although | believe | have guessed correctly—and your wish, 
as | said, was to see him." He curls his fingers closed and the piece of paper collapses into ash. "You may 
continue to look, Mr Grohl, but you may not speak to him." 


Anger races across his limbs-ignites within his mind-sudden and blinding. His arm rises, comes down upon the 


man's forearm- 


-then drops into empty space as hundreds of black shapes beat wings around him. Crows and ravens and bats 
and insects that chatter and mutter at high speed like a distorted and looped recording. They spiral upwards 


and then sideways and behind him to reconfigure into the skull faced mon. 


His voice is pitiless. "I did not dictate the wording of your wish, Mr Grohl. If you are unhappy, it is of your own 
doing." 


"This isn't right!" The phone rings again before he dashes the memory to pieces-a fist blow that wrenches 
him back to his present. "| wanted to see him as he was! | wanted to talk to him!" He tears his eyes away 
from Kurt's grey, ruined face, from the way his lips move across sounds that have grown starved and inane. 
"This isn't what | wished! None of the things you've done are what | wished for! This is-!" He stops, lets out a 
humourless chuckle as a memory flits across his mind. His finger stabs the air, follows the sound of his 
laughter as he sways in place, one foot forward and one foot back and all over again like he's had one too 
many. "You tried to warn me, at Chris's party.’ He stabs his finger into the space between them when the man 
moves as if to speak. "Oh no-dont do that. Don't tell me that wasn't you, because | know it was. | told you-you 
keep changing and you keep putting on these strange accents-but I'm not that dumb. I've been looking at the 
same blue fucking eyes- your eyes-all fucking day long and | know it's you! You were at that tent and you were 
in the garden and at the party and-Jesus-you're all of them, aren't you? Only-" He groans, rakes his fingers 
through his hair. "Fuck! | don't really know-it's all so goddamn confusing-this whole day has been fucking insane! 


Look, who are you? Are you-?" 


"| am not." 


"Which one?" His voice breaks from frustration. "What was | even going to say? Holy shit-l was gonna say 
Lucifer, wasn't |? Fucking Satan. Fucking-" He laughs again, and the sound catches and fractures against his 
windpipe as he runs his hands down his face to pinch his lips. His chest shudders with silent laughter. 


"I am none of the people you think | am, Mr Grohl. | am myself." 
"Oh, come ont You-!" 


The man's left hand rises before Dave can finish. It covers his one white eye. One blue eye holds Dave in place, 
and when the man speaks, it is with the young, unaccented voice Dave remembers—although this version is 
tinged with something coiled and hard and brittle. "Dave," the voice says, "there are rules. | told you. Your 
creator's rules and His rules and our rules. | can break them-| can break every single one of them if | want to 
-and | will-| will break every single rule they have ever devised and | will destroy and rebuild this place-this 
forest will cease to exist because | will raze it to the ground-but speaking to you in this aspect takes a lot out 
of me and this is neither the time nor the place nor any reason to exhaust myself. There are more important 
things in Creation than the wishes of David Eric Grohl." His voice becomes low and harsh. "Do you understand?" 


Dave draws back 

His shoulder bumps against Kurt's tree, and he recoils. 

When the man speaks again, it is with the Eastern European accent. He sounds tired, but composed. He points 
to a path that snakes from Dave's feet back towards the hill. "When you are done looking upon Mr Cobain, you 
may follow that path out of this place. If you do, please do not deviate-and do not spend too much time looking 
around. If used properly, the path will take you back to the city." 

"What...2" 

Follow the path, Mr Grohl. Or don't. It makes no real difference." He looks away, frowns and exhales as if he 
would rather not say anything else-but has been forced to do so. "But | quite like you, despite your penchant 
for confused idiocy, and would prefer you return to the city in one piece." 

Oh no-no no and no. Hold that particular horse right there. 

This is not going to happen. 


"I don't want to go back to that damned city. | want to go home!" 


"Your wish says otherwise." 


"You said | wished to see Kurt." 


"Yes," the man says. He clasps his hands and looks at Dave as if he can't understand where any confusion 
might be coming from. "One last time. The exact wording of your wish was: / wish / could see him one last time. 
Last-as in what comes at the end. You were quite vague on that point, just like your frustratingly unspecific 


use of him. But-well, you know. Things that only exist as the past. An end. Death." 


Pressure builds within Dave-between his ears to tumble down his trachea, hum and build in his chest as it 
fills with one held breath and into his fingertips as his arms hang limp by his sides. He tries to work his throat 
-finds that he can't. Tries again. And again until he can swallow properly and he dredges his voice up from the 


place where it lies curled around numb shock. 

"That's not what | meant," he says. "You know that's not what | meant." 

The skull faced man smiles. "Oh, it was not?" He shrugs. "No harm done, though. As | said-this is the future. 
Were | to send you back, you would barely recognize the places you left behind Everyone is probably already 
dead, after all of that love and selfless sacrifice. No-you will find that you are much better off here, Mr 
Grohl. The city is quite charming, you know. Not as grand as it used to be, you understand-but improving." 
Dave can only watch-too stunned to say anything else-as the man walks away. Petrified trees reach liked 
jagged bolts of electricity towards the ink black sky above, their bark embedded and twisted into the bodies 
that sigh and moan within them. The sound of a swing fills Dave's head-the back and forth and back and forth 


metal squeal of chain link handles as bodies sway in the breeze. Back and forth and the grind and shrill groan 
of rusted metal as the bodies turn in slow circles. 


The path that leads back to the city lies at his feet-grey ash and scorched earth and eternity in this place. 
"You will write a wish on each piece of paper," the skull faced boy said. 

Follow the instructions. Follow the rules. 

Be a good boy and come along. 

The man never looks back as he disappears into the dust and smoke. And Dave is certain that disappears is the 
right word-there is nothing left of his physical presence, as if he had never been Only his voice remains, faint 


and amused and polite. 


"Welcome to Hell, Mr Grohl. We are so glad you could join us." 


